VOICE ON THEWIRE

the operator/telephone culture digest




Welcome to the second issue of *voice on the wire* the Telephone Opera-
tor/culture digest. | hope this issue finds all you Operators out there happy
and healthy. My name is JUDITH BEEMAN and I've been with BC Tel for ||
years. This is a very good thing...

What'’s not to love about being an oprt! The hours are great (I am nota
morning person); | talk to and assist people without face to face contact (less
germs); the chairs are comfy and our work positions modern;| dress casually;
get to speak with those charming male operators in the UK once in awhile
and—now this is crucial—the work leaves me plenty of time for other hob-
bies and interests. Being an operator is quirky and perhaps a dying breed...I
truly enjoy my work and hope it’ll last for years to come.

This issue of *votw™* includes the following:

Lily Tomlin aka Ernestine the Telephone Queen
AT&T vs MCI

My award winning poetry (!)

A telephone comic by Roberta Gregory
Working the phones for a financial institute
They Might Be Giants Dial-A-Song line
Telephone pranks, trivia and manners

*® ¥ X X X ¥ ¥

DAVID MASSEY gives *votw* a wonderful plug on his website
<www.geocities.com/CapeCanaveral/5997/votw.html> Make sure you stick
around and check out all the telephony to be found on David's site. Please
send photocopies of telephone clippings and stories to *votw*. Additional
copies of *votw* are $1.50 ppd each (specify which issue).

this issue of ¥votw® is dedicated to the unknown artist who drew the cover image

Voice on the Wire: #4636 MPO Vancouver BC V6B 4Al
email <beeman@istar.ca>

the fine print: Entire contents of
*vorwt are the product of its contribu-
tors, some of whom work at telephone
co’s, such as BC Tel. Said telephone
co's are in no way responsible or to
blame for any material found within
these pages. Yideo killed the radio star.

whom | am

LILY TOMLIN's comedic creation, ERNESTINE, is the nosy,abusive and downright
rude Telephone Operator we love to hate. Ernestine made her debut on Rowan
and Martin's Laugh In television program on December 29, 1969 and this literally
catapulted Lily to stardom...mega recognition at the very least. In 1971 Lily’s This
is 2 Recording album was released; the album was recorded during a live show in
Pasadena, California. 99% of the material on This is a Recording is telephone
related and very funny. Ernestine only shows up once on this Ip, the rest of the
show features a “Miss. Tomlin” as the telephone operator from Hell.

Sketches on 7his is a Recording include giving tips to the owner of a Bordello on
how to use her phone (*“We notice this phone is only receiving incoming calls...”);
flirting with Vito the repairman (and making sure his clients offer the man a beer);
cutting in on the line of a bigwig at Pepsi-Cola to get a dime refunded and bullying
Mr.Veedle (“Oh no, no, Mr.Veedle we prefer the word “vicious threat” to black-
mail”). The back cover of the album delivers a very foxy (to use the vernacular of
the time) photo of Lily (*votw* reproduces this in the center of this publication!).

L)

Have | reached
the party to -

speaking?
(SNORT)



One goal of *votw* is to provide the public with a glimpse into the glittery
world of telephone communications. Believe it or not, that world includes so
much more than the "zero” and "4/ 1" operator. This issue of *votw* takes a
glimpse at what work is like for bank employee, W. SEAN ELIUK, who works
on the phone here in Vancouver:

Ahhhh, the financial institute. That ever-present factor in everyone’s life. Ve all
use one. Be it a trust, credit union or bank, they are located on every major
street or shopping mall. It just so happens that | am employed by one of the
major financial institutes in Canada. Even better; | work in a call center for that
same bank.

Now my own job is a bit different from say a telephone operator. | have the task
(and | do men TASK!) of helping customers with their financial queries. To be
exact, | work in the Visa department of the bank. | can be the lifesaver or the
complete, rude, ungiving bastard (yes I've actually been called that).

*Votw* inquired about my job. | personally receive anywhere from 50 to 00
calls a day. This bank has three call centers in Canada, ours in Vancouver, being
the largest. In our office there are approximately 180 employees. The center can
receive over 5000 calls per day. These calls can come from all over Canada, the
U.S.A.and even the rest of the world. We are the major department with various
other departments working along side.

The basic job entails greeting, verification to make sure we are speaking to the
actual cardholder, then solving the problem. There can be, what seems to be,a
never ending list of problems. The easier situations involve address changes, credit
limit or balance inquiries, checking on charges etc. On the other hand the diffi-
cult inquires could be misunderstanding surrounding interest or any other finan-
cial charges, people wanting to stop charges from coming onto an account, miss-
ing or misapplied payments, dealing with Internet services or any other phone
orders,general complaints regarding the bank and their services,and much more.
We each sit at a desk in a pod of four. My pod pals and | all get along great, and
occasionally socialize outside of work. YVe are always supportive of each other,
and lend an ear after a truly bad call.

People want to know about the obscene calls we receive,and | hate to disappoint
but | have never received any. | could not imagine someone waiting on the phone
for |5 min to be obscene.A waste of time. However one call that sticks in my
mind would have to be this little old lady who thought we were the Maytag repair
service. She was quite upset about her washing machine and wanted repairs
done, but nobody was helping her. She was hysterical. We tried to explain the
situation and who she had actually reached but she hung up. | guess the machine
never got fixed.

You do need to have a thick skin when doing this job. People often swear at you,
yell, scream, or are just plain rude. Don't take it personally.

Call centers seem to be the new field of employment these days. You can take a
call center class at some colleges, or go to a private school specializing in training.
This job is here to stay. It is basically employment which allows me the opportu-
nity to have some more spare time in your life. Do | like my work? For the most
part I'd have to say yes. It fits nicely into my life. And that’s what | want a job to
do.

Waaaaay back in 1988 my office held a Valentines Day poetry writing contest.
! entered, and was one of the three winners — I received a huge Toberlone
chocolate bar for my effort. | decided to do a twist on the usual romance of
the day and wrote with a real-life person in mind, this guy from ‘back east’
who used to call in and...oh, well, read for yourself. A semi-true tale:

Directory Assistance — | 1:32 am

There [ sit,alert at my position
It's an out of province call
| answer, | wait, | listen

A man on the line —Toronto accent | detect
| gasp, | hold my breath

He asks for the Canucks office
then | wait, so patiently for his inquiry to begin
| smile, | grin, It’s him!

Do | like sports?
To wrestle or more
perhaps with my boyfriend, upon the floor?

The questions are sly, I've heard them before
He doesn't recognize my voice — the bore!
| realize this time with a sickly feeling in my tummy
to him, oh yes him, I’'m just another operator dummy

Flash forward to October
1997—Halloween—and my g HoO
office had a pumpkin face )
drawing contest. | entered
the very scary ALICE
COOPER face here and
won...nothing! Note the
spelling Judith Booman. The
essential Alice albums are
Killer; Love it to Death and,
Welcome to my Nightmare.

WeLcor g
To My
Ni6HTMARE
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Entertainment Weekly magazine compiled a fine collection of 50 all-time
best television commercials—number 20 and 2/ feature telephone action.

x =
|

JOEY CALLED “PARENTS"

ngEbpeU[) q’)\htﬂi

.ﬁ%‘h‘& Gmgano YEAR:-1982

MCI’'s sHREWD parody of “Joey
Called”—an elderly mother sobs
not over her son's affection but at
her phone bill—was funny end
aggressive, “At that time, AT&T
had 98 percent of the market,”

Long-distance shocker:
BELL INWENTED %
PHONE SO HE
COULD TALK
TO THE DEAD?

. INVENTOR Alexander Graham when Bell teamed up with engineer
Bell wanted his first phone call to Thomas Watson, a spiritualist who
be long distance — he hoped he could despmtely wanted a connection to
reach all the way to the spirit world the afterlife

and contact the dead!

Bell was a creative genius crea“"e held daily seances,” Ronell

who developed the phone in

1876 in a bizarre bid to speak genius son’s workbench one day and

to his dead brother, reveals

Dr. Avital Ronell, author of MTTE[ (]|

The Télephone Book: Tech-

nology, Schizophrenia And [ (1] ring at him, but Watson was losing

up [ TE3 felt this might be a more reli-
lll'llﬁler able way to contact ghosts.

Electric Speech (University
of Ne Press, 1989).
“Bell was not a scientist,”
Ronell explains. “He was con-
sidered a poet, a kind of mad-

man. 1I!|s grighllal lﬂeﬁ’msflo m Ihe merely ri:a lh]skvlsion lh:lat
supply a hearing device for H you could speak to people
both his mother and his wife, aflErlle over along dfshnee.

who were deaf.
“But he finally went about inven:
the telephone when his brother, with
whom he was very close, died. He
wanted to regain contact by ringing
him up electronica
Things started m fall into place

ting able to phone the spirit world yet, but

"He believed in ghosls and
says. “Bell showed up at Wat-
told him ntthls crazy idea he
had. i

“Watson was the one with
the technical know-how. Bell

Perhaps no one has benn

they kee ing.-“Some le are
b:r)irzd \«lf‘ltl‘lrly b‘oncs tlmge:c?tually : .
" Ronell says. “The tel hone :
:ﬂ‘;mu an e:ﬂe q? ality.” s Bell's demonstration of the telephone
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enedijfa took it Qtf the air” But
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TELEPHONE GREETINGS AROUND THE WORLD

Country Greeting
France.. . oeo e a00"Alle™ (Hello)
Germany .......... *“*Halle™ (Hello)
Greece.o.ccvueeunnn “Embrés" (Go ahead)
Indig. covvavennnnas *“Hanji" (Greetings)

ran..oseavsnesessBalch" (Yes)

Israel .“*Shalom" (Peace)
Maly....c.cououe. . **Pronto™ (Ready)
Japan..eiceieaa s 3 .“Moshi-muhl“ (Hello)
Mexico. ..........."Buena” (Good day)
Portugal.....ocuvu.. “Estd 1a?" (Are you there?)
Saudi Arabia........ “Na' am' (Yes)

Spain..ciceteese.. " *Quien habla?" (Who is speaking?)
Turkey...cavseeeaa"Allo™ (Hello)

OO0PS! Suicide
callers get a
real ‘hotline’
—it’s X-rated

Callers to a suicide pre-
vention hotline nearly
dropped dead when it
turned out to be a sex line!

By dialing the number in
northeastern Pennsylvania,
callers were connected to a
business that takes credit
card orders to arrange inti-
mate encounters.

The mixup was caused by
a printing error in the Bell
Atlantic telephone directory
for the Lehighton area. The
phone company said it
would fix the mistake in its
1998 phone book. Mean-
while. it has no idea whether
calling the sex line stopped
any suicides.

Escape from the cell

A subconscious desire to escape the con-
stant monitoring by bosses and wives is
causing Japanese office workers to lose
their mobile phonesin large numbers,
Shukan Hoseki magazine reports.

In 1996, a grand total of 23,428 phones
piled up at Tokyo Metropolitan Police's lost
and found centre - 64 a day, abandoned
mainly on commuter trains.

"They should all just swap phones, and”
then they would have the stress-relieving
pleasure of telling the caller that they don't
know what they are talking about," com-
mented a former Tokyo office worker.
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Be sure of the number before
calling. Use the directory.

Allow the person you are call-
ing enough time to answer,

Answer promptly. You may
miss an important message.

Identity yourselt by name or
business firm—not just “Hello.”

Speak into the mouthpiee.
Lips should be Yz inch away.

Don't shout. The telephone
was made for normal speech.

——
Take messages for absent
persons.

Hang up gently. Slamming
the receiver is discourteous.

Yellow Pages serves up poolside entertainment for young Olson siblings

Fun phoney performance a thing of the past

geoff olsun

“My copy of the Las Angeles Yelimy Pages | stole
from tive Beverly Hilton Hovel three years ago, It
bas been @ fund of extrasrdinary material, as

survealist i itx way ar Dali’s biography.”
—J.G. Ballard

IF A CITY CAN BE SAID TO HAVE 2 personal-
iy, then the telephone business directory
constitutes its psychological profile. The
ook is 2 readout of the consumer mind- -sct
and a precise gauge of subterranzan civic
desires {mumber onagl:s for escort services
in the Vancouver Yellow Pages: 30). But it
isn't just a field guide ro the urban [D—it’s
also a soarce of unintentional humour, like
interoffice memos or | cal newscasts,
Recealy, a relative » :minded me of an af-
rernaon of improv pe formance some years
ago—the only props 1 :ing a telephone and
the Vancauver Yellow Pages. My sisterand [
were idling sway 2 summer afterncon by the
parental pool, and 1 suggested we make
phoney phone calls. Out came the Yellow

Pages, and 3 ssarch commenced for busi-
nesses with the mast comical possibilities,

We started by placing 3 call 1o Hamprys
Surgical Corsets (“We Fut Humpty Togeth-
er Again”). “This is Mr, Dumpsy," 1 said, sf-
fecting a gravely sombre tone. “I have o
problem with & corset I purchased.” A chip-
per young waman, sounding geninely con-
cerned with my plight, counselled me to
continue. “T have fllen off the wall once
again. All the king’s horses and all the king’s
men cannot put me back wogether again.
The corset is completely useless.” The
woman informed me the manager would be
in later in the afternoon, and asked again for
my name. “Dusnpty” | replied. “D. U M.B.
T. ¥. I wall call again later."

On to the next eall. Maple Leaf Self Stor-
age sounded interesting, and | let my fingers
do the walking. “I would like to store my-
self,” 1 said in an accent, describing nuyself
as a new arrival to North Delra. *Talso have
14 aumts, 13 cousing and five nephews. 1
would like to store them, wo.” The fellow at
the other end inforined nse helpfully that
Maple Leaf stores possessions, not selves.

Nesr, I made 2 far-flung call vo 2 Crazy
Mike's Videw in the Fraser Valley, idenufy-

ing myself as a field worker with the Deparc-
ment of Hurt Feelings. I 101d the manager [
Tad personally received complains from pa-
trons bothered by the name of the business.
*Crazy’ is an offensive term ro thoss with
mental or emotional difficuldes,” I said offi-
cipusly, I then proposed acceprable names
for the franchise: Psychologically Troubled
Mikes, Manic Depressive Mike's, Bipolar
Mike's. I remember him hanging up, yelling
“You peaple really are something else!

My sister, on the other line, was having a

hard time suppressing laughter, as was 1,
The secree to phoncy phone calls is to do
them smaight and to sy in characrer, T was
surprised how literal-minded the listeners
were. As soon as I said "Mr. Dumpry," or
“Manic Depressive Mikes™ | figured the jig
was up, but no.

We made 1 few more calls, including one
1o the local office of the Church of Scientol-
ogy. 1 identified myself a5 a Thetan, a 2,000-
year-old soul Scienwlogists belisve whizzes
around in space before adopting corporeal
existence. [ rold the woman ['was our in orbit
and looking for a good body: male, blonde,
something around six feet tall. The Scentol-
ogy woman respanded in a fit of laughter,
which I ook 35 2 precey healthy response
from a supposed besinwash victim. “Oeps, 1
goa go,” | said, * a mereor’s comin'!*

Goofball behaviour, I know, but mouvared
by not much more than an impulse w have
fun. Bug this was back in the balmy days of
pre-surveillance, a decade before call display
and star 69, Todays dimate of instnetdonal-
ized suspicion—a cold war of [ and thou—is-
n't conducive to phoney phone calls, Tele-
phone fraud isn't what it used to be.

birpf e geitier.comiSsHa/Gallery 3452/

sy

Here’s the funniest article in this issue of *votw® ...what a scream! Thanks to Geoff Olson s g
for permission to reprint. Originally read in the Vancouver Courier (8 March 1998). Check
Geoff's website for more examples of his writing: www.geocities.com/SoHo/Gallery/3452/
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Focus naw;, gentle reader; as *votw™ friend STEWART MASON guides you \

into a realm of many possibilities, a land of two giants, both named John!

In 1983, two nice boys from the upper-class Boston suburb of Lincoln, Massachusetts,
JOHN FLANSBURGH and JOHN LINNELL, had a novel promotional idea for their strug-
gling avant-pop duo THEY MIGHT BE GIANTS. Temporarily unable to perform live be-
cause Linnell had broken his wrist and most of their equipment had been stolen in a
burglary, the duo hooked up a cheap answering machine in Flansburgh's Brooklyn apart-
ment and started their Dial-A-Song service, still in service today (718) 387- 6962.

In the liner notes to their 2-CD retrospective THEN: THE EARLIER YEARS (Restless,
1997), Linnell and Flansburgh explain the gimmick’s unforeseen benefits:“The process of
making recordings for Dial-A-Song proved to be valuable training in songwriting economy
and craft. Almost nothing sounded good on it except clear voices and simple
instrumentation... The harshest songwriting lesson we learned about our new-found phone
audience came almost the minute we hooked up the machine: if the caller didn't like it,
they hung up.”

Of course, not everyone hung up, and Dial-A-Song quickly became a dhily fix for many
NewYorkers. My friend Deb Albericci says that in the office she worked in in the mid-80s,
it was an afternoon ritual for everyone to gather around someocne’s speakerphone and
listen to that day's song. (Yes, the song does change more or less daily!) In the early days,
people could leave messages after the song was over—it was, after all, also Flansburgh's
home phone number—and occasionally, these messages made their way into songs. “I'll
Sink Manhattan” (like all the songs mentioned here, available on THEN) opens with a
backwards message which translates into “John and John, we love you, from the NYPD,”
left by a uniformed fan. “I'm Def” contains a loop of an unidentified voice beseeching“We
have our own song and we wanna get it recorded.”

But probably the best, certainly the weirdest, message ever left on the machine was an
accident. Having found the Dial-A-Song number through a classified ad in the Village Voice,
a woman named Gloria played the day's song for her two unidentified male companions
over the speakerphone, and their bewildered conversation about “There May Be Giants”
and the impossibility of making money from such a service (with a priceless digression
about “intellectuals talking to other intellectuals in a foreign language at La Maiz...La Mais-
ee-on-ette”) was captured by the answering machine and released by the band. | tried to
transcribe this for you *votw™* readers, but Gloria and her friends have such magnificent
Noo Yawk voices that words on a page just can’t do the conversation justice. You have to
hear it for yourself.

On their first two albums, TMBG continued the phone theme without using Dial-A-Song
for raw materials. “Absoclutely Bil’s Mood” opens with a longish acoustic guitar improvi-
sation by noisemaster Eugene Chadbourne, recorded down the phone from his North
Carolina home. "“Ana Ng," their MTV and alternative-radio breakthrough hit, featured
their friend Lisa Klapp reciting one line, 'l don’t want the world..| just want your half,”
from her phone at work.

Fifteen years later, TMBG’s Dial-A-Song is still going strong (the number, once again, is
(718) 387- 6962). It often features announcements from the band,and just prior to the
release of their two most recent albums, 1994's JOHN HENRY and 1996's FACTORY
SHOWROOM, Dial-A-Song featured the original demos of the new songs. Even though
the band doesn’t use the telephone as, an integral part of their music any more, the
number still appears in the liner notes of their albums and still looms large in their legend.
| assume they've upgraded to a better machine now teo.

The coolest telephone related book | own is the
Signet paperback novel PHONE CALL by Jon
Messmann, published in 1979, PHONE CALL was
supposed to be made into a film but for some
odd reason never reached the silver screen. The
cover of Phone Call states “Terror has your
number!”and that this is*“The spine-tingling, hair-
raising thriller of the year!”. The cover art shows
a black phone receiver melting. Phone Call has a
few scary passages as the “bad guy” takes his
twisted revenge on those who've done him wrong.
This bad guy turns out to be a none other than a
Telephone Company employee (big surprise, |
know) but | won't tell you just wharhe does that's
so bad but it is fairly evil and involves telephone
electronics mixed in with a dash of telepathy.

THE OMEGA MAN is a great 1970’s post-apoca-
lyptic film which mixes comedic touches (possi-
bly unintentional) while also getting downright
scary at points. It's a remake of the *extremely*
creepyVincent Price film The Last Man On Farth
(screenplay by the great Richard Matheson). Mere
minutes into The Omega Man our hero,
CHARLETON HESTON, exits a cinema where
he has just viewed Woodstock. He notes the sun
is going down, a sign that soon the Zombie-
Vampyres will come out to play. The loud peal of
ringing phones commences and against his better
judgement Heston lurches towards a phone booth
before shouting “There is no phone ringing
dammit!” and viola the sound stops. “It’s almost
dark, they'll be waking up soon.” And with that
Heston zips off to his bunker.

Please operator, please give us a chance

The people are waiting so please dial us this dance
They want to hear our music yeah they want us to sing
So operator please make their telephone ring

Yeah yeah yeah....

excerpt from SESAME STREET’s “Telephone Rock”

r Itis no secret WHOPPIE GOLDBERG ha sw

participated in some pretty bad projects.
One standout of interest for us would be
Whoppie’s woefully depressing role in THE
TELEPHONE . This is one awful film and
if you think you may be renting it, you
might want to stop reading this now—I
will reveal the ending.

Did | say depressing? Right. The entire
film takes place in a dingy wee apartment
in LA. The character Whoppie plays is a
struggling actress constantly on the phone
throughout the film, arguing with women
friends, video store staff, policemen and
anyone else who will listen. She is very
unhappy and becomes more unhinged as
the film progresses. Aside from being a
constant downer it's a tad disappointing
to see Whoopie's character doing racist/
stereotype impressions of the /rish cop
the Chinese restaurant employee and so
on—I| mean c’'mon. The screenplay
sounded promising with writers HARRY
NILSSON and TERRY SOUTHERN but
that's not the case. This 90+ minute
monologue quickly gets old. Just when
you think Whoppie's character can't get
more low the Phone Company Man
comes to take away her headset. At this
point we realize the phone hasn't been
working throughout the whole film!
Whoopie’s character tussles with the
Phone Company Man and he winds up
dead on the floor. Roll credits.
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R ‘00210’ STAR TORI IS
,‘ 28 AFRAID TO DIAL 411

That's just a little thing, though.”

Tori admits she's also fright-
ened by — the telephone!

“I'm scared to call information,
I call and I panic. My voice gets
really high and I get really ner-
vous. And people say, ‘Is your
every night for the bogeyman. |mommy there?'"

. Tori Spelling is 24 years old
/4 and makes $50,000 for each epi-
A sode of “Beverly Hills, 90210 —
dBll but she is still afraid of the bo-

geyman!
“I do have odd habits,” she told
ay Leno. “I check under my bed

TORI SPELLING




Canadian Operators are just so friendly!



